LOREN GLASS

Conversations with Celebrity Authors
Like most assistant professors, I had to write a book in order to get tenure, but I didn't really expect anyone to read it. However, its topic?literary celebrity in the United States?seems to have gener ated a peculiar effect: over the years since its publication I've been receiving letters from a variety of well-known writers commenting on their absence from its pages.
The first letter was from my father's old college buddy, Philip
Roth.
Here's what he had to say:
Some time ago your father sent me a copy of your book. I was busy with The Plot Against America at the time, and my assistant put it in the rather large pile of literary criticism that I receive on a weekly basis. This pile tends to be low priority for me. However, I occasionally take a certain pride in the scale, if not the substance, of the academic attention I receive, and last month I was idly attempting to estimate the height of the pile (somewhere between a short adult and a tall child, happily bringing to mind the adoles cent puerility of so much of it), when I noticed your title. Now, Loren, in the rare instance that I pick up a book by one of your breed, I glance through the index first to ensure that I am ade quately represented in relation to whatever subject is being squeezed of all interest by that peculiar enemy of literary appreciation known as the American English Department. Imagine my chagrin, then, when I could derive no narcissistic pleasure from the empty space between "Mark Rose" and "John Carlos Rowe" (who are they, any way?); this in a book on celebrity authorship, written by one of the few young scholars in whose career I maintain a passing interest.
Aside from the personal affront, this seems a galling gap in your Can I be blunt? I didn't want to deal with the whole Jewish thing.
True, I have a chapter on Norman, but he downplayed his ethnic origins, indeed felt that his fame had erased them. This made him a somewhat "purer" example of the phenomenon I wanted to trace.
If I were to have written a chapter on you, I would have been con stantly deflected by Jewishness, both in the thematic obsessions of your work, and in the constitution of your audience. I acknowledge that, in your more recent novels, this focus has diminished some what, but dare I say that this diminishment has been accompanied by a dwindling of your popularity? To the degree that you were famous in the sense that would have been relevant for my book, you were famous as a masturbating Jewish boy obsessed with shiksas.
Let's face it, Phil. You're not that famous anymore. I of course read A.O. Scott's NYTBR article, and I congratulate you on your triumph therein, but this middlebrow apotheosis only confirms your increasing irrelevance as a public figure on a mass cultural scale. It must be a relief.
Anyway, how can you expect me to write about a man who was at my bar mitzvah?
Cheers,
Loren
The next author I heard from was Bret Easton Ellis, whom I'd met briefly at a Dress-to-Get-Laid Party at Bennington College. He was wearing an Armani suit and a pair of Vuarnets; I was wearing a tutu. I didn't get laid that night.
Bret sent me a postcard, one of those promotional deals you find in a rack by the bathroom at a big city nightclub. This one appeared to be for some sort of soft-core men's magazine, but it was hard to tell for sure. Bret got right to the point, scrawling in red ink: Actually, I considered starting my book with Frederick Douglass.
Certainly one strand of the phenomenon I analyze can be traced to the African-American experience. My plan was to establish the slave narrative as one of the first American genres to define the modern split between private and public selves, and to offer Douglass as one of the first figures to experience the disorienta tion of having an entire industry concerned with the manufacture and circulation of a specifically literary celebrity persona. But in the end I decided that this topic was too large to be subordinated to my central focus, and rather would deserve a separate book length study (a study which I would welcome).
As for your own career, which you reference only obliquely, I
suggest that it is, in a sense, to your credit that you don't fit that well into my stated topic. You have guarded your private life quite effectively, and the popular press has been relatively unconcerned with it. Based on my readings of many Hemingway biographies, I
think you can consider yourself lucky.
Sincerely, Loren Glass I can't tell you how gratified I am not to appear in your book.
As far as I'm concerned, such puerile cult-stud tripe is simply an academic symptom of our attention-deficient, pornography obsessed, profit-driven, banalized, commodified, technologized Oprah-culture. I dream of a day when novels are read intelligently and novelists are left alone.
I left him alone.
Finally, I received a cryptic e-mail from Thomas Pynchon, with whom I once got stoned at an undisclosed location in Northern California (and who receives a single reference on p. 198 of my book): "I am not in your book."
I didn't answer.
